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WILD ONION: METHODS OF ERADICATION- 

By H. It. Cox, Aff9-icN4iwrint, Office of Farm M^mtff^msnt. 
INTRODUCTION. 

The wild onion, or garlic {AlUmn vineale)^ is found in the Atlan- 
tic coast region from Massachusetts to Georgia and as far inland 
as Missouri (fig. 1), and in a large part of that territory it is the 
worst weed pest. In the 
spring the cows- eat the 
plant, which resiilts in the 
dairy pr oduets beeomi ng 
tainted with the offensive 
odor and flavor. The 
farmer harvests with his 
wheat the onion bnlblots, 
which are about th« same 
size and shape as the 
wheat grains, and the two 
are difficult to separate. 
Therefore, when the wheat 
is offered for sale the millman doeks him a liberal amount. Bread 
made from garlicky flour, espeeiiilly if eaten warm, has a pronounced 
odor and flavor. The money loss from wild onion runs into millions 
of dollars yearly, while the gastronomic diseomfort to the con- 
sumers of the tainted flour and dairy products is no minor considera- 
tion. During the winter and early spring the green tops of this 
w««l d«-ti*aet much from the aiii>earanee of lawns. 

DESCRIPTION AND HABITS OF GROWTH. 

It is highly importnnt to understand how this plant grows, because 
<m a knowledge of its life habits is based the best method for its 

Note. — This bullctla describes methods for eradlcatlaff the weed ttiat Ih rcsponRlble for 
the " sarilcky " taste and odor found in Rome mUk aad butter aad in some bread aad ia 
of rspeelal Interest to farmers and dalrymea In the Atlantic coast ri>Kloa aad as far 
laland as MUsourl. The subject matter is based on end Is aa enlargement of the Bureau 
of I'laat Industry eirouiar fPoc. Xo. 4101 ontltlod " Thp Wild Onion." by J. 9. Catea and 

11. n. Cox. 




Via. 1. — Sketch msp of the United States, sbowln^f 
tile distribution of the wild onion. 
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eradication. In cultivated lands the plants are likely to be scattered, 
but in pastures, lawns, and othei- places tbat have not been disturbed 
for several years the plants grow in elumps. 

The wild onion ripens in Juno or July, at which time the above- 
ground poi'tion consists of a stem with several narrow leaves grow- 
ing along the lower pai-t. This stem is li to 3J feet tall, and on the 
top is found a cluster or several clusters of the aerial bulblets shown 
in figure 2, sometimes incorrectly called seeds. The plant seldom 
jiroduces true seeds. The undei-ground portion, which is from 1 inch 
to 8 inches deep, is shown in figure 3. This portion contains from 



tration was broken off from the dark spot at the base of the large bulb. 

It will 1)8 noticed in figure 4 that three of these bulbs are small, 
while the one next to the stem is much larger. The largo bulb has 
a thill, delicate, white skin, while the smaller ones have a hard brown 
shell around tliein. The large bulb always germinates in the summer 
or early fall. The hard-shelled bulbs do not start growth until a 
f<msiderably later date. A few start in the late fall, but most of 
them remain dormant until the following spring or an even later 
period. 

It has been found that before all the hard-shelled bulbs have ger- 
minated, plants from the soft-shelled bulbs have advanced far 
enough toward maturity to produce new bulbs. There is conso- 
<iuently an overlapping of generations, which is the secret of the 
remarkable persistence of this weed. 




Flo. 2. — Aerial bulblets of the wild onloa. 
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two to six newly 
formed bulbs, lo- 
cated at the base of 
the plant between 
the leaf layers of 
the old bulb. The 
old plant, that is, 
the stem and the 
leaves, then dies, 
leaving these new 
bulbs to start growth 
for the coming sea- 
son. Figure 4 shows 
the plant illustrated 
in figure 3 with all 
the leaves removed, 
exposing the four 
bulbs which had 
been produced. The 
small detached bulb 
shown in the illus- 
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■MBTHEme OP HftAWCATION. 

CULTIVATED LAND. 

To kill the wild onion, the work must be started in the fall. The 
objcc't of this work is to destroy the plants from the soft-shelled 
bnlhs before they have advaneed far enough to produce new bulbs. 
The best time is when the food stored in the bulb has been trans- 
ferred to the growing plant and before the new bulbs have started to 
fejBBr is « ecwsiderabte period wton this condition exists, 

which is when the new plants are about 12 to 15 inches high. This 




FiQ. S. — Underground portion of Fig. 4. — TSadnrtfround portion of the wlld-onlon 

a wild onion at maturity. plant shown In figure 3 with the leaf laysra re- 

TLtoV^i ^^IH^E the four new hulhs whlc4i this 
plant hail produced. 



is during October and November in the South and November and 
December in the North. When this stage has been reached, the land 
should be plowed fairly deep, turning under all the onion tops. 
This will dispose of these plants. If this plowing were put off until 
spring, however, these plants would have formed new bulbs, which 
would be able to grow even though the parent plants were destroyed. 
It is highly important that the tops be completely buried by the 
plowing; otherwise many of them would keep on growing. A plow 
with a jointer attached to the beam (fig. 5) will often be a great help 
in thoroughly turning under the tops, while disking the land previ- 
ous tr) plowing will also aid in accomplishing this result. 
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The following spring the field should be planted to n cultivated 
crop. Corn, preferably planted in checkrows, is best. It may be 
necessary to plow again shnllowly in the sprinp- but ordinarily a 
disking or two previous to planting will suffice. In cultivating the 
corn, the effort should be to kill the onion plants that spring up, and 
the easiest way of doing this is to cut oil the tops. 'J'he best imple- 
ments, therefore, are those that cut off all the top# instead of letting 
them slip through and keep on growing. Cultivators of the sweep 
type are best for this purpose. Figure G shows a number of imple- 
ments of this kind. On many of the modern cultivators sweeps 9 to 
18 inches wide may be quickly attached in place of the shovels. 
Some soils, of course, are too stony or otherwise unsuitable for the 
use of .sweeps. 




Fla. 5. — Plow with Jointer. 

From the time the farmer is able to g«t on the land in the spring 
VBS^ the com is Iftid by, his erfforts ^lould he direeted tow»4al 
pT^venting the ohion from making top growth. Tliis spring imA 
darly-summcv work is to kill the plants tha* come vp from tlie tinfd- 
shelled bulbs. If it is ^vell done, most of the onions will have dis- 
appeared 1)3^ the end of summer. Some of the hard-shelled bullm, 
hoAve\"ei*, may delay germination for a 3'ear or two, so that by 
fall a few plants may again be in evidence. Hence, the farmer 
hhould be prepared to follow the same plan of a deep plowing late 
in the fall, to be succeeded by a cultivated crop the next spring, 
giving careful cultivation to this crop. In two years this treatment 
is almost sure death to all the wild onions in the land, and the work 
uMi be onriied out with but little extra labor and expense. 

HnnWiitl bulblets germinate in the early fall, like the soft-shelled 
bulbs, but the plants arc weak and are readily destroyed by the fall 
plowing. 
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Many farinei-s have tried the method oxitiinied here nnd hnvo 
ftnmd it to be entirely satisfaetory. 

As a variation of llie ordinary plowing some farmers have tised 
treneh i>lowing with sueeess. This eonsists of x-xiniiing a plow about 
4 or 5 inches deep and following tliis with imothei' plow in tlie 
j^ame furrow at a depth 
of 10 inelies or more. 
The wild-onion plants 
and u n g c rni i n a t e d 
bulbs being in the up- 
p©r4 or 5 inelies are 
tliWtxirned into a deep 
furrow and covered ixp 
by the second plow , 
burying them so that 
their tops can never 
reach the sxirfacc. In 
a soil of average depth, 
however, it is not de- 
sirable to turn up s<) 
inuch subsoil to the 
stirfaco. 

PASTURES ANI> LAWNS. 

If grass lands ar(^ 
quite full o£ the onion 
plants, .the easiest way 
of disposing of them is 
to follow the cultiva- 
tion method already 
OTitlined. There are 
many fields, though, 
where these weeds are 
not very numeroxis and 
where it woxild not pay 
to follow such a radi- 
cal course. 

The Dep«itmont of Agriexilture h^ experimented with various 
methods of kiHil;^ e«eh plant or group of plants in siEdli ^(fs^(«is. 
Treatm«it& we*re tHed out with a number of the most pfolifistng 
plant poisons, sxich as fuel oil. coal-tni- ci-eosote oil, arsenite of soda 
solution, and common salt. A small quantity of each of these 
poisons was applied to eaeh plant or groxip of plants. While all 
these substance killed the plants, ©nly one of them, nrwnely. eoal- 




6. — Various types of cuItivatorB equipped with 
kuivwi or sweeps tliat are effective In cutting off thu 
tiipm of tlw wlJ<l onion. 



6 



FABMEKS' BULLETIN GIO. 



tar creosote oil, affected the iingeriiiiiiated Ijulljs as "well. It was 
found that 10 cubic ccntimetei-s (about 4 thirablcfuls) oi this inate- 
riiil was quite effective. The most feasible method for the average 
farmer, however, is to dig up the plants or clumps with a mattock. 
One well-dirccte<l sti-oke when the soil is moist and soft will take 
out the entire clump by the roots, including the ungerminatcd bulbs. 
This should be caiu-ied off, so as to give no further trouble. It is 
then u good plan, especially on a lawn, to fill the hole with soil and 
sprinkle a little grass seed on the surface. 

Sheep eat the tops of the onion, and grazing for a few years is 
reported as an efficient remedy for the^yaet. The sheep appaFci*lJ' 
eat it to the gi-o«test extent during the winter and early spring, whe»i 
there is little other green vegetation in sight, or in poor pastures, 
where there is little to choose but the wild onion. On the better 
pastures it may be neeessaiy to salt the onions occasionally to induce 
the sheep to get a taste snffieient to overcome their natural dislike 
for them. These animals may be of considerable help in reducing, 
and even finally »radicating, this pest iu pastures. 

.MKASURES THAT HELP. 

PKEVENTING THK FORMATION OF BULBLETS. ■• 

As the aerial biilblcts are practically the only means by which the 
onion pest is distributed from field to field and fi'oiu fai*m to farm, 
it is highly important that the formation of the bnlblets be pre- 
vented. If allowed to mature, they may be harvested with hay and 
grain and then carried to other parts of the farm. They are also 
carried by water and deposited on uninfested fields, whei'e they 
pi'opagate. Cutting the tops of the onion plants before they are 
ripe will pi'event them from producing bnlblets. 

Late plowing for- small grains. — It has been found that if plow- 
ing is delayed until a late date in the fall and the land is planted 
to small grain, only a few onion plants will ripen tbeii* aerial bulb- 
lets by ha4-vest time the following summer. This late plowing dis- 
l)o«<a of those onion plants that stai-t growth before plowing and 
gi^cs the gi-aiu more tlian an even start witli the garlic that begins 
growth after planting. As the plowing should be done a-t such a late 
date as to prevent the best development of fall-sown grains, it is 
prefei-ahle to plant spring grains. If eirciunstances require the 
s-owing of fall grain, it should be done with the full knowledge that 
the ncoessarily late planting will probably reduce the yield. Seed- 
ing a fall-grain pi-op after late plowing has the least harmful effect 
on yield in the southern part of the onion belt, where wheat may be 
plftHtotl as li*te as November or De^mnldan*. 
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If the biilbl^^ have been permitted to mature it is important to 
prevent their further distribution. The most common method of 
distributing the wild onion is in small grain used for seed. Only- 
grain free from the 
bulblets should be 
planted. Figure 7 
shows wheat grain? 
and onion bulblet: as 
they appear at har- 
vest time. 

There are several 
practical methods for 
insuring onion - free 
s«od whoftt. Artificinl 
drying makes the 
bulblets lighter and 
thus more easily 
fanned out; letting 
the grain stand a year 
accomplishes about the 
same result as artifi- 
cial drying; if the 
bulblets are allowed 
to freeze, they after- 
wards become dry and 
can be readily fanned 
out ; or, clean grain 
for seed may be pur- 
ehased from some out- 
side source. Another 
plan is to set aside a 
small area of land, 
free from onion, for 
producing seed grain. 
Sinee the quantity 




FiQ. 7. — Wheat grains and mewly matured wlld-onioii 
bulblets. Th»lr similarity In Blze dn6 Bbape nwkew 
Beparatlon difficult. 

used to seed this patch is small, all the garlic bulblets cfcn easily be 
removed by hand, if necessary. 

WILD ONION AND MARKET WHEAT. 

On boards of trade, wheat eoiitaiiiing garlie bulblets in consider- 
able quantity is graded "rejected" and is then sold only on sample. 
Such grain is generally sold at a price ranging from 20 to 50 per 
cent lower than Nn. 2 Ked. Millers often rufnse to handle onion- 
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infested wheat, foi- tlit-y iiro to gifiiiflt Mily «t« miieh-inereB»«3 
cost. The bulblets .g\m> tlw rtjlef^, iiiaUing it vmefUmetry to stop the 
mills frequently m\A Wash the rollers before the grinding can be con- 
tinued. 

AV^hile the j^arlic bulblets bec<jnxe li«^liter and hence are more easily 
fanned out of wheat in from six months to a year after harvest, it is 
often impracticable to delay {;;rindinj^ for siieh a long period. Tn 
that casu the infested p;ralii may be artllicially dried in a eommereial 
grain drier, after which the bulblets ma!y be easily i-eiuovcd by good 
cleaning maehinery. 

WILD ONION AND DAIRY PRODUCTS. 

It is often feasible for the dnir^pnaii to eradicate this weed *&o-m 
his pasture,' but until this eradieati»n is accomplished he shou^Oel- 
low such methods as will prevent losses from tainted milk. ^nMi^ 
been found by the department that increasing the length of tiw W'»a - 
twcen feeding on the onion and milking reduces the unpleasant odor 
and flavor. There is only a slight odor and flavor to milk when cows 
are kept off onion-infested pastures for four hours before milking, 
and even this slight flavor almost entirely disappears when the milk 
stands for four hours. At the present time this appears to be the 
most practicable method for reducing Ure onion flavor in milk. 

SUMiMAUV. 

T'o destroy wild-onion plants, plow deeply in the late fall, when 
the tops are a foot or mox-o high. The tops should be thoroughly 
turned under. A jointer attached to the plow, as also disking pre- 
vious to plowing, will help in this respect. The following spring 
the land should be prepared for a cidtivated crop, corn in check- 
rows being best. This crop should be given careful cultivation to 
keep down all the top growth of the garlic. If any onion plants 
persist the next fall, the method of late fall plowing, followed by a 
cultivated cx-op in the spring, should be repeated. This treatment 
will eradicate priictically all the ouion. 

It ib sometimes imi:)racticable, for the time being, tt» eradicate 
this pest completely. In that case an important remedial method is 
to plant small grain late, ])lowing and preparing the land just be- 
foie pliiutiug. While this will not destroy the onion, it gives it such 
a setback that the bulblets do not have time to mature before harvest, 
so that the grain is comparatively free from them. This method 
prevents the spread of the weed by means of the aerial bulblets. 

Another remedial mcasiu-e is to use for seed only such grain as is 
free fi-om onion bulblets, since infested grain is one of the principal 
means by which this weed spreatls. 
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